claim to have replicated my work on mate copying in guppies (Dugatkin 1992) and found no evidence of this phenomenon. While I applaud their effort to examine further this fascinating phenomenon (mate copying), I wish to make three, rather brief, comments on their paper.
(1) The most important point I wish to raise about Lafleur et al.'s study centres on the population of guppies they tested and their general remarks about when mate copying should be favoured. Lafleur et al. note, 'we see no reason why mate-choice copying would occur only in fish derived from the Turure River, Trinidad (Dugatkin 1992) given that all guppies live in conditions under which mate-choice copying would be theoretically advantageous.' Later, however, Lafleur et al. recognize that '. . . the possibility remains that mate-choice copying occurs only in some populations.' There are two problems associated with their remarks.
First, Lafleur et al. provide no justification for their statement that 'all guppies live in conditions under which mate-choice copying would be theoretically advantageous.' Theoretical work on mate copying shows that this is not true and, depending on the model one looks at, there are clearly cases where mate copying is not expected (Kirkpatrick & Dugatkin 1994; Laland 1994a,b; Dugatkin & Hoglund 1995) . In fact, when discussing how daunting it would be to study mate copying if this phenomenon were found in some guppy populations, but not others, Lafleur et al. themselves note that they do not 'have a way of predicting when mate-choice copying should occur.' If that is true, how can they argue that 'all guppies live in conditions under which mate-choice copying would be theoretically advantageous.'? That is, if they have no way of predicting when mate-choice copying should occur, how can Lafleur et al. state with certainty that mate-choice copying would be theoretically advantageous for all guppies?
Second, Lafleur et al. did not use wild-caught fish from any of the numerous native streams of guppies in Trinidad (and other localities) (Endler & Houde 1995) , nor did they even use fish that were remotely descended from such populations. Instead, their guppies were 'wildtype guppies obtained from local retail outlets and were descended from unknown, probably varied source populations.' In other words, Lafleur et al. used what are typically referred to as 'pet store' guppies. While Lafleur et al. note that two other studies have used such pet store guppies to study mate choice (the most recent of which was 12 years old; Kodric Brown 1985), they do not mention that very few of the dozens (perhaps hundreds) of other studies published on guppy female mate choice use such fish. The reason that such fish are rarely used in mate choice experiments is that pet store guppies often come from populations that have been bred (often inbred) in completely artificial conditions (usually breeders' aquaria) for anywhere from a few years to dozens of years. What such breeding does to the 'natural' behaviour of animals is not known, but clearly selection pressures in such domestic breeding systems are dramatically different from natural selection in the wild. Not being able to replicate a finding originally uncovered in a natural population of guppies, when using pet store fish in the replicating experiment, is weak evidence at best (one might be more sympathetic to the use of pet store fish in experiments where they do behave as predicted by the behaviour of guppies from the wild or their immediate descendants, but it is difficult, if not impossible to know, a priori, whether this will occur). As such, I do not believe that much can be gleaned from Lafleur et al.'s finding that pet store guppies failed to copy the mate choice of others.
(2) In my 1992 work, I placed a model female near one of two males, each located in their own end chamber. I used a coin toss to determine which of the two males would have the model placed near it first. This was done to eliminate any side biases a focal female might have and to ensure that focal and model females did not independently prefer the same male. Trials were paired in the sense that each of two males was used in two consecutive trials. Whichever male did not have the model near it in the first of a pair of trials had the model placed near it in the second. Different focal and model females were used in each trial within a pairing.
Lafleur et al. argue that my 1992 work did not sufficiently control for potential side biases on the part of
